I2O                 THROUGH   LANDS   OF   THE   BIBLE

I went one day to a strange church called Al Mu'allakah,
the " Hanging Church," which is built between two of the
bastions of the fortress of Babylon. Although the date of
all these churches is purely conjectural, there seems little doubt
that this church was built in the Fourth Century, and a smaller
one, which is attached to it, in the Third, or even the Second,
Century. The church is full of intricate inlay work and carved
screens, so that the general effect is a curious compromise
between a church and a mosque.

The ancient Egyptians were experts in all kinds of delicate
inlay work, as we can see in any museum and as the treasures
from the tomb of Tut-ankh-Amun prove, and it seems that
their descendants have inherited this gift. Coptic inlay work
is generally a geometric pattern carried out in wood and
mother-of-pearl. A remarkable screen in this church is made
of cedar-wood, inlaid with thin plates of ivory set in a complex
pattern. When illuminated from the back, the whole screen
glows with a beautiful rose colour as the light shines through
the ivory.

But I was more interested in the poorer, shabbier churches
of Old Cairo. Whenever I went to them, I now was preceded
by a crowd of people eager to show me the way and determined
that I should miss nothing. As I followed them through the
narrow lanes between the gaunt, shuttered houses, the strange-
ness of Old Cairo grew on me, always so quiet that the mild
excitement of my arrival and the sound of voices would draw
faces to the grilles overhead. Sometimes a door would be
opened wide enough to reveal an eye. Then I would suddenly
find myself alone in a lane. The crowd had melted away
through a narrow door, and I knew that we had come to a
church.

There is the church of Sitt Burbarah, or St. Barbara, a huge,
dark place where the stiff figures of saints gaze down from the
screens. St. Barbara, the patron saint of gunsmiths, artillery-
men and, strangely enough, architects, was a Greek of Helio-
polis who was martyred in the year 235, and I wondered how
much these Egyptians knew about her life. When I asked
them, a scene of the utmost confusion took place. First one
man started to tell me, then another interrupted, three or
four joined in, and very soon violent arguments were going